given the deep political divisions within Northern Ireland, it is this latter attribute of unemployment which has received the most attention.
This article discusses some of the results of research commissioned by the Standing Advisory Commission on Human Rights (SACHR) in 1995. 1 The study was one of over twenty research projects covering a wide range of issues from the workings of fair employment tribunals through to job creation policies (McVey and Hutson, 1996; McLaughlin and Quirk, 1996; Magill and Rose, 1996) . Our own project was required to inform the debate on remedial policies towards long-term unemployment and to find out about employers' attitudes towards long-term unemployed people (LTU) in the wake of the then government's latest initiative, the Community Work Programme (CWP).
2 While only 1,000 places will be provided during the Programme's unspecified 'pilot period', potentially, the impact of the Programme on the Catholic/Protestant unemployed claimant count differential may be sizeable given the promise to extend the programme to 20,000 places if the pilot schemes are successful.
The article draws on three elements of our research project, first, interviews with those involved in devising, implementing and participating in the CWP; second, interviews with human resource managers of major employers in the West Belfast area; and third, a postal questionnaire of long-term unemployed people in the West Belfast pilot area of the CWP, sent to a sample drawn from the claimant register of unemployed people in the relevant West Belfast wards (see the Appendix for a discussion of the sample).
3 From all three, the article discusses both general policies towards unemployed people and the impact of these policies on 'fair employment'. It also discusses employers' recruitment practices, their attitudes to, and experiences of, hiring the LTU, their assessment of the usefulness of training and employment schemes, and their attitudes towards different types of policy interventions such as national insurance tax holidays, a minimum wage and local labour clauses.
These issues are of particular relevance given the Labour government's commitment to 'welfare-to-work' for unemployed people under the age of 25 and lone parents, a US-style tax-credit scheme, and a national insurance relief scheme of £60 a week for employers who hire the LTU. The article concludes with a discussion of policy proposals targeted at reducing long-term unemployment and Catholic/Protestant differences in unemployment rates.
U N E Q UA L U N E M P L OY M E N T
Analysis of unemployment in Northern Ireland reveals several important features. First, Northern Ireland's overall unemployment rate is persis-tently above the average for the fifteen European Union (EU) member states and surpassed only by Spain, Finland and the Republic of Ireland. Within the United Kingdom (UK) until very recently no region's unemployment rate (based on the 'claimant count') was higher than Northern Ireland's rate which stood at 8.4 per cent in April 1997, compared with the UK rate of 5.9 per cent.
Second, Northern Ireland has by far the most serious problem of longterm unemployment (as defined by more than one year without work) in the UK. For example, in January 1995, 57 per cent of unemployed claimants had been out of work for more than a year. Only the Greater London area came close to this (at 42 per cent), while the Northern region of England, which has the second highest rate of unemployment within the UK, had 38 per cent LTU, a figure close to the overall UK figure of 39 per cent (Convery, 1995) . Moreover, 23 per cent of unemployed claimants in Northern Ireland have been unemployed for over five years, compared with less than 5 per cent in the UK as a whole (Northern Ireland Economic Council, 1994) . 4 The third important feature of unemployment in Northern Ireland is its unequal distribution between Catholics and Protestants. Catholic men remain more than twice as likely to be unemployed than their Protestant counterparts (Smith and Chambers, 1991; Murphy and Armstrong, 1994) . Catholic women are about one and a half times more likely to be unemployed compared to their Protestant counterparts (Davies et al., 1995; Murphy, 1995) . The unemployment differentials have remained almost constant for twenty-five years despite the Fair Employment Acts of 1976 and 1989 (Sheehan, 1995 . 5 Paralleling debates in the US over wage, occupational and unemployment differentials between whites and African Americans, there has been a great deal of controversy surrounding the analysis of the differential labour market outcomes between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland. A fundamental difference, however, between the two debates, is that while it is generally accepted that African Americans face(d) widespread indirect and direct discrimination, no such consensus has been reached regarding discrimination against Catholics.
Rather, sophisticated econometric studies have been conducted which set out to 'explain' how much of the unemployment differential can be attributed to factors such as age, number of children, geography or industry of employment (Compton, 1991; Smith and Chambers, 1991; Murphy and Armstrong, 1994; Gudgin and Breen, 1996) . With the exception of Gudgin and Breen (1996) these studies find that there is a 'residual' or 'unexplained' part of the unemployment differential. The size of this residual varies from over 60 per cent (Smith and Chambers, 1991) to less than 20 per cent (Compton, 1991) . The interpretation of the residual by the authors also varies significantly. Compton, for example, argues that, 'the explanation of high Catholic unemployment and under-representation in many types of employment lies not in discrimination but primarily in the structure, attitudes and aptitudes of the Catholic population ' (1991, p. 75) . This attempt to explain unequal unemployment in terms of 'cultural' factors is similar to Charles Murray's (1990) claims about the behaviour of the 'underclass' in Britain and the US. In contrast, Smith and Chambers conclude that the unemployment differential shows that 'Protestant and Catholic men have substantially unequal opportunities for employment in Northern Ireland ' (1991, p. 371) .
6 Gudgin and Breen (1996) suggest that four factors taken together can explain fully the unemployment differential. These are, differential labour force growth, differential migration propensities, differential 'quit' rates between Catholics and Protestants, and 'structural' factors such as location, age and qualifications. They argue that, 'the common practice of deducing from a high unemployment rate ratio that discrimination must be a cause is quite wrong' (p. 43), and they appear to be saying that there is nothing intrinsically unfair or unjust about unequal unemployment: 'the ratio of unemployment rates is not a valid or reliable indicator of the degree of fair employment in the Northern Ireland labour market ' (p. 42) .
It is instructive to consider Gudgin and Breen's conclusions in the light of the pre-1989 review of fair employment policy during which SACHR, in opposition to the Northern Ireland Office, recommended a substantial reduction in unemployment inequalities within five years (SACHR, 1987). 7 This could only be achieved by moving beyond the outlawing of direct discrimination to include indirect discrimination and strong 'affirmative action' as major elements of fair employment policy. Under the 1989 Act, however, only three forms of affirmative action are recommended to employers. These include: targeted advertising to attract applicants from an under-represented group; special training to enhance limited skills amongst members of the under-represented community; and adoption of alternative redundancy procedures to ensure that attempts to recruit members of the under-represented community are not dissipated.
A major limitation of the Act is the requirement that 'any action taken in furtherance of these three protected measures cannot be confined for the benefit of one community only' (Committee on the Administration of Justice 1996, p. 15). Because the law fails to specify any exemptions, special measures targeted at the LTU could be classed as indirect discrimination because they will inevitably benefit Catholics more than Protestants. Thus, under the current fair employment legislation, there is limited scope to implement either public or private sector initiatives to target the LTU (see CAJ, 1996 and Edwards, 1995 for further discussion of the affirmative action debate in Northern Ireland).
The Gudgin and Breen study, therefore, undermines the case for an extension of affirmative action. Indeed, they argue that such a policy development would formalise discrimination against Protestants:
If it is the case that there is little systematic discrimination in Northern Ireland then any Act aimed at reducing the unemployment ratio by combating systematic discrimination is unlikely to succeed unless it was unintentionally to introduce an element of discrimination against Protestants into the labour market. (1996, p. 43) 8 The politics of this conclusion are clear. As Gillespie notes, 'those with nationalist inclinations will tend to reject studies such as Gudgin and Breen as inconsequential in accounting for unemployment differentials, those with unionist leanings will tend to accept them ' (1996, p. 13) .
A fundamental limitation of the Gudgin and Breen research is the assumption that the factors at the centre of the model are exogenous to socio-economic status. Their logic is that religion-based 'behavioural' differences in fertility, migration and 'job-quitting' can be used to explain unequal unemployment rather than any observed differences being seen as a function of labour market position and socio-economic status. Aside from the problems associated with imputing some of the values in the model, the Gudgin and Breen approach ignores many of the policy and sociological processes (among them, past and present discriminations) which impact on labour market outcomes, especially unemployment. In the literature which examines occupational crowding and segmentation, it is widely recognised that complex social and economic processes affect the differential labour market outcomes of distinct groups (see, e.g., Bergman, 1986; Rubery, 1992) . As we have argued elsewhere, the unemployment differential debate has largely failed to appreciate the Catholic/Protestant differences in short-and long-term unemployment, or to relate these to the polarisation of work and unemployment at the household level (Sheehan and Tomlinson, 1996, p. 54) .
The argument over the existence of discrimination as a factor in producing and reproducing unemployment has clearly overshadowed questions of inequalities between the short-and long-term unemployed. In other words, there has been a tendency to ignore what happens to people once they become unemployed and the processes which determine whether they stay unemployed or not. Furthermore, the studies which deny the existence of discrimination most strongly, rely on unsubstantiated notions about individual labour market behaviour and motivation. This latter deficiency is certainly not unique to Northern Ireland. With notable exceptions (Trew and Kilpatrick, 1984; Evason, 1985; McLaughlin et al., 1989; Howe, 1990; Dawes, 1993; Gallie et al., 1994; Evason and Woods, 1995) , there is little understanding of the attitudes, behaviour and needs of the LTU in the UK and in Northern Ireland.
Our survey of the LTU, therefore, placed a great deal of emphasis on such questions of motivation, job search, incentives and earning-whileclaiming (see Sheehan and Tomlinson, 1996 for a more detailed discussion of these findings). In general, we found that the majority of the LTU were neither lacking in job search nor rigid or inflexible in terms of their wage and occupational expectations. Over three-quarters (77 per cent) of the LTU were searching for work; 52 per cent of the LTU who were searching for work said that they would consider any job. Opportunities to earn large sums of money in the informal economy were relatively scarce and did not reduce individuals' interest in searching for work in the formal economy (Sheehan and Tomlinson, 1996, pp. 65-80) . Only 23 per cent of respondents said that they had worked in the informal economy in the past year. Strikingly, 78 per cent of these people earned below the annual equivalent of the existing Income Support earnings disregard for lone parents and couples unemployed for two years (£780). These results are broadly consistent with the existing body of empirical evidence about the behaviour, motivation and flexibility of the LTU elsewhere (McLaughlin, 1991 (McLaughlin, , 1992 (McLaughlin, , 1994a (McLaughlin, , 1994b Hakim, 1992; Dawes, 1993) .
When examined from the point of view of differences by religion, the survey results directly challenge the 'cultural' theories and sectarian stereotypes. Catholics in the sample were more likely to have ' A' levels (14 per cent of Catholics and 9 per cent of Protestants) and were less likely to have no formal qualifications compared to Protestants. Catholics had a higher job search rate than Protestants for every duration of unemployment. They were more willing to consider any type of work than Protestants and more willing to take part-time work. Participation in the informal economy was similar (24 per cent of Catholics; 21 per cent of Protestants) but with Protestants reporting higher earnings. These findings reflected differences in labour market experiences and individual work histories. Protestants had clearly had more 'stable' jobs than Catholics. Catholics were more likely to have held more jobs and worked in a greater variety of industries and sectors than Protestants.
One finding with a direct bearing on the discrimination debate was that, of those who had worked in the past (and a quarter of our sample had never had paid employment), more than one third had experienced some form of workplace intimidation. 9 These were mainly men (85 per cent) and Catholics (84 per cent) -42 per cent of all Catholic men in our sample of the LTU had experienced intimidation at some point in their working lives. Most of the threats were in the form of verbal abuse, but over a third of those reporting intimidation had experienced physical violence, and there were indications of sexual harassment in a quarter of cases reported by women. These experiences had a strong effect on where people were prepared to work.
Consistent with Conservative governments' supply side approach towards the economy as a whole, the supply side of the labour market has been the principal focus of government policies towards unemployment and seems likely to remain so under Labour. Alongside the deregulation of the labour market, 'active' labour market policies introduced since 1979 have centred on two main issues: the skill levels of unemployed individuals and how to motivate unemployed people through a combination of incentives and penalties, largely administered through the social security system. The Jobseeker's Act (JSA) introduced in October 1996 is a combination of both of these approaches. The JSA has also intensified the debate over 'compulsion': the idea that benefits will only be paid on condition that unemployed people participate in training and employment schemes. Such is the political interest in JSA that it is being extensively evaluated by the Department of Social Security (see Bottomley, et al., 1997, p. ix) . This US 'workfare'-style level of compulsion has applied to 16 and 17 year olds in the UK since 1988 and is expected to be expanded to young people under the age of 25 by the Labour government. The JSA provides powers to impose benefit penalties for all unemployed claimants up to the full duration and amount of benefit.
While there has been a growing political consensus in Britain that worklessness is demoralising for the individual and that no-one should simply be allowed to languish on benefit, there are a number of counter arguments. In the short term, workfare and other elements of compulsion within the benefit/training complex may seriously damage motivation and generate or increase negative attitudes among unemployed people towards training providers and social security staff. Compulsion may lead to people taking up inappropriate training places, may reinforce existing scepticism about the value of schemes (among unemployed people and employers) and can lead to wastage of resources through high drop out rates (Finn, 1995; Unemployment Unit, 1994b) . Reviewing the US experience, Walker concludes, 'the gains for participants... are quite small but (that) the savings in welfare payments when cumulated across the population of welfare recipients can be considerable. The justification for "pure" workfare schemes is normative rather than financial ' (1991, p. 51) .
Whatever the policy debates about the degree of coercion required, there remains the consensus that 'training' provides the main vehicle for getting unemployed people back to work. With the growing political, legal and financial influence of EU social policies, training and other 'special measures' are now subject to considerable scrutiny over targets, outcomes, delivery and impact on equal opportunities and the 'socially excluded'. It has been convincingly shown, for example, that the provision of training has lagged behind need (White, 1994; Jackman, 1992) . In particular, the percentage of 'unskilled' and 'low skilled' workers receiving training is the lowest of all groups (McLaughlin, 1992) . Since these workers are the most likely to be LTU, existing training priorities are clearly wrong. In addition, evidence about the employment and skilling effects of various employment and training schemes in Britain, indicates that the gains have been moderate (Marsden and Ryan, 1991; White, 1994 ).
P O L I C I E S I N N O RT H E R N I R E L A N D
Training and employment schemes have been particularly important in Northern Ireland because of the very high rate of long-term unemployment. As of February 1996, there were more than 12,500 young people on the Youth Training Programme and the Jobskills scheme, and a further 17,000 on other employment or training schemes. Just over half of the latter are participating in the Action for Community Employment (ACE) scheme, the centrepiece of the government's response to long-term unemployment. Similar to the Community Programme long since axed in Britain (1988) , the ACE scheme has become an important feature of community-based, voluntary sector activity in areas of high unemployment. In West Belfast alone there are around 1,500 ACE 'workers' involved in over twenty projects, in some cases supporting essential and innovative services (albeit 'on the cheap') including nursery schools, youth-parent support, women's centres, and transport and other services for people with disabilities.
As a route into employment, the ACE scheme cannot claim very much. Little over a third of ACE participants move into 'employment, training or education' within three months of finishing the scheme. One survey of firms found that 40 per cent would not normally consider interviewing those on the ACE scheme for any vacancy which arose (NISB/NIERC, 1994). Other government schemes also fared badly. Even though they may be beneficial to employers, only one in five of those surveyed used the schemes.
The new Community Work Programme (CWP) was explicitly devised with two principal objectives: to reach a new target group, male heads of households with children identified by the Training and Employment Agency to be 'benefit trapped' out of ACE, and to test a new mode of delivery. The CWP is delivered by limited companies established in the pilot areas. The directors of the companies comprise representatives from the private and voluntary sectors, as well as elected councillors. CWP is a benefits-plus scheme with additions to existing benefits of at least £20 per week. Additional allowances or 'training premiums' may also be paid, depending on skill and the level of responsibility associated with the post. Although this is called a work programme, participants have the legal status of 'trainees'. Uniquely in the UK, they can remain on the scheme for up to three years.
Like other schemes, CWP is based on the assumption that there are motivational and skills problems amongst the LTU. It therefore represents a combination of the two primary active labour market policies identified above. The design of the scheme also implies that the LTU need to acclimatise to work in a way that is risk-free in terms of benefit status. Furthermore, it recognises that assistance with job search and training can be useful to the LTU. Participants are therefore offered a once-off bonus for participating in job search courses and can earn bonuses for obtaining NVQ qualifications (Level 2 or above).
E X P E R I E N C E O F E M P L OY M E N T A N D T R A I N I N G S C H E M E S
In the light of JSA and the growth of compulsion, it was important for our research to investigate the relevance of CWP as a response to long-term unemployment. Our survey, therefore, recorded experiences of, and attitudes towards, training and employment schemes, some of which are highlighted in Table 1. 10 About 40 per cent of the LTU reported they had been on a training or employment scheme. The table shows that Catholic and Protestant women were, respectively, the least and the most likely to have experienced a scheme. Just over half (52 per cent) of individuals had been on more than one scheme. These were mostly younger respondents who had been through the Youth Training Programme and then went on to an ACE placement or the Job Training Programme (now replaced by the Jobskills scheme). Interestingly, given the target group of the CWP (male heads of households with several dependants), it was found that nearly two-thirds (64 per cent) of men with four or more children had been on a scheme -most likely the Adults in Training and Enterprise Ulster schemes.
The main reasons why people had taken up a place on a training or employment scheme were: 'to improve chances of getting a job' (65 per cent), 'interested in the skills involved' (23 per cent), and 'could make more money on the programme than on benefits alone' (22 per cent). The former answer was most common amongst young single respondents, indicating that people genuinely believed that a scheme would increase their chances of getting work and help them to acquire new skills.
Overall, three-quarters of those who had been on schemes completed them but, as the table shows, the completion rates for Catholic and Protestant men were quite different. The table also shows interesting differences by religion and gender amongst those who had left schemes prior to completion. Half of Protestant men early leavers left to take a job, compared to only 7 per cent of Catholic men. An examination of work histories suggests that the jobs which people left a scheme for were of a very short duration (some lasted just a couple of weeks) and most averaged between four to six months. The most common reasons for Catholic and Protestant women leaving a scheme were 'childcare' and 'other personal or family reasons'. Both Catholic and Protestant men also answered that they left schemes because of childcare problems although to a much lesser extent than women. The most common reasons for Catholic men leaving a scheme were 'wages/allowances too low' and 'transport problems'. A quarter of Catholic male participants in schemes reported intimidation compared to 9 per cent of Protestant men. People's evaluation of how useful the scheme had been to them did not match their aspirations on entering the scheme. Nearly half (47 per cent) felt that the scheme had 'no effect' on their chances of employment, 4 per cent that it had 'decreased chances of employment' and 11 per cent that they 'did not know'. Only 15 per cent felt that the scheme 'greatly increased chances of employment' and 23 per cent that it 'slightly increased chances of employment'. Catholic men were most likely to respond that the scheme had had 'no effect' (51 per cent) or had 'decreased chances of employment' (7 per cent). Protestant men were most likely to respond that the scheme had 'greatly ' (27 per cent) or 'slightly' (23 per cent) increased their chances of employment. People were asked what they thought of the pay or training allowances which they received for participating on schemes. Only 3 per cent felt that the pay or allowances were 'too high', 28 per cent felt that it was 'about right'; but the majority of respondents (69 per cent) felt that the pay or allowances were too low (73 per cent of Catholic men and 59 per cent of Protestant men).
Thus, there has been a relatively high rate of participation on training and employment schemes amongst the LTU in West Belfast but participants' evaluation of the effect of schemes on employment prospects was not very favourable. There also appears, to be a marked degree of resistance to further schemes amongst all respondents. When people were asked what they thought should be done to reduce unemployment in their area, nearly a third (30 per cent) said 'no more schemes' and over a half said 'more real jobs' (55 per cent).
Our survey also asked what people would think of a scheme on which they worked full time, kept all their present benefits and got at least £20 a week on top. The table reports the finding that Catholic men were least likely to be attracted to a 'benefits-plus' scheme, as well as showing that, for both religions, women were more likely to be attracted than men.
Turning to the attractiveness of the CWP to its target group, 43 per cent of men with one to three children were interested in such a scheme and this dropped only slightly to 41 per cent of men with four or more children. Both men and women with no children were more likely to be interested in a CWP-type scheme.
People were also asked, if offered a place on a benefits-plus scheme, what the 'plus' would need to be for them to seriously consider going on the scheme. The average premium was £54 with women specifying a lower average premium than men (£49.06 and £57.12 respectively). This is consistent with previous findings that women have lower average reservation wage rates than men (Sheehan and Tomlinson, 1996) . Again, Catholic men showed the greatest resistance to the scheme by specifying the highest premium. These premiums are, of course, substantially higher than those available under the current CWP.
The supply-side emphasis of government labour market policies has led to a neglect of labour demand in policy debates with respect both to unemployment and inequalities in unemployment (Grieve Smith, 1997) . Our research sought to address this at the micro-economic level by asking employers about their hiring practices as regards unemployed people and their attitudes towards a range of policy interventions.
Employers' attitudes and behaviour towards the LTU and their views on training and employment schemes have received even less attention than those of the LTU themselves. This is surprising, argues Maguire, given the importance of employers' role in the labour market. In terms of government policy, the absence of measures to influence employers' attitudes and behaviour is 'not only misguided but neglectful' (Maguire, 1992, p. 80) .
In terms of employer attitudes to the LTU, findings from previous research are not encouraging (see Dawes, 1993; Maguire, 1992; Meager and Metcalf, 1987) . Maguire (1992, p. 100) found that there has been little movement in employers' traditional ideas of suitability and suggested that, 'if employers' attitudes and stereotyping are key factors which work to the disadvantage of certain groups of job-seekers, then some means of effecting a change in employer behaviour needs to be sought'.
It is useful to consider briefly reasons why the LTU may not be recruited. The risk attached to recruitment from the employer's point of view arises from a lack of information about the applicant's true productivity. The employer tries to gain as much information about the applicant as possible before deciding whether to the hire the person. The main sources of information come from the applicant's CV and information revealed during a job interview. Information is also obtained through formal and informal (word-of-mouth) references from past employers. 'Unemployment' is itself a piece of information and research has found that it weighs heavily in an employer's hiring decisions (CrowleyBainton, 1987; White, 1991) . It has been found that employers believe that being long-term unemployed is negatively correlated with the applicant's likely performance or general suitability for the job. In particular, employers (like governments!) often believe that the LTU lack motivation, a good 'work ethic' or the ability to do the job through either lack of practice or ability (Meager and Metcalf, 1987) . The LTU may, therefore, not be recruited by virtue of being long-term unemployed. Meager and Metcalf (1987) found an important geographical dimension to employers' attitudes to the LTU. Employers in areas of high unemployment, for example, Glasgow, were considerably more sympathetic towards the LTU than employers in areas of relatively low unemployment. In addition, studies of employers' recruitment preferences have found that the more objective characteristics which were regarded as important, included a steady work history, experience in a similar job, and references from past employers, all of which pose difficulties for the LTU. Other characteristics were far more subjective and involved assessing the 'attitude' of the applicant. These 'attitudinal' characteristics required applicants to display self-confidence, active enthusiasm but not desperation, a smart appearance and domestic stability. Again, all of these may be difficult for the LTU to display relative to job-changers.
E M P L OY E R S I N W E S T B E L FA S T
If there has been limited research on employers' attitudes and behaviour towards the LTU elsewhere, there has been nothing in Northern Ireland. Given the focus of this study, research was limited to employers in the West Belfast area. The research concentrated on the larger employers in the area and of the fourteen surveyed, six were locally owned, five were multinationals, two were GB owned, and one was publicly owned. Four companies were in the service sector and the remainder in manufacturing. Approximately two-thirds of the companies employed between 30-150 people; the remainder employed over 150 people. Confidentiality prevents a more detailed description of the employers involved.
Two methods were used in the study of employers. Once an employer agreed to participate, a questionnaire which asked for basic data on employment and recruitment levels (number and type of current employees, expected recruitment, etc.) and personnel policies was sent, and each employer was subsequently interviewed about more qualitative and sensitive issues. Only one employer declined to participate in the study.
R E C RU I T M E N T P R AC T I C E S
All employers interviewed appeared to have highly professional recruitment procedures, were very knowledgeable and interested in fair employment issues, and only one employer complained about additional paper work generated by the legislation. Recruitment procedures had changed in all of the firms in response to the 1989 Fair Employment Act.
There were very similar methods of recruitment across firms or across employee categories (e.g., managerial, technical, semi-skilled, etc.). All employers reported that they placed advertisements in newspapers for each category of employee (though not for every employee) recruited. The code of practice for the 1989 Fair Employment Act requires that employers advertise new posts and vacancies in the local press. Private employment agencies and backfiles were used only for managerial/ professional workers and for some clerical office staff/sales personnel. Job Clubs and the Training and Employment Agency's pre-employment programmes (discussed below) were used to recruit semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers and some skilled manual workers. None of the employers reported that they used word-of-mouth, personal contacts or unsolicited applications.
When asked about draw-backs of various recruitment methods, several employers commented that while newspaper advertisements assured a very high number of applications, several dozen of these would be 'token' applications. 'Token' applications refer to applications whose sole intention was to demonstrate that the person was 'actively seeking work' so that he/she may receive benefit. Employers complained that there had been an increase in all applications and it was often difficult and very time-consuming to detect token applications. Such applications also contributed to the problem of people not turning up to interviews. Employers were concerned that the Jobseeker's Act would exacerbate the situation further.
In the recruitment of skilled, semi-skilled and 'unskilled' manual workers (as discussed below almost all of the LTU who were recruited were in these categories), employers identified 'experience' and 'stable employment record' as 'very important'. They identified as 'important', 'personal characteristics/qualities', 'skills', 'references', 'qualifications' and a 'history of previous unemployment'. None of the employers identified 'age', 'gender' or 'personal recommendations' as important in the recruitment decision. The importance of the applicant conveying motivation and the 'right attitude' during an interview was emphasised. Several employers commented that unemployed people, especially the LTU, 'don't really have a lot to talk about' during interviews and that it was often 'difficult to keep a conversation flowing'.
AT T I T U D E S T O L O N G -T E R M U N E M P L OY E D P E O P L E
Nine of the employers had recently recruited long-term unemployed people. The responses varied considerably by sector and industry, and the age of the firm. These firms included all of the employers in the service sector and most of the 'newer' firms, including three of the five multinationals. The types of jobs for which the LTU were recruited were sales, skilled manual and semi-skilled and unskilled manual. In the manufacturing sector, a high percentage of the LTU were recruited for temporary jobs. Two employers responded that they 'didn't know' if they had hired any long-term unemployed people recently. These results suggest that despite the barriers which exist for the LTU (reported below), they had access to at least some of the vacancies in more than half of the surveyed firms.
All of the employers said that the length of time that an individual had been unemployed affected their attitude towards hiring the person. The explanations fell into two broad categories: 'motivational' and 'ability'. Many employers felt that a lengthy period of unemployment indicated a lack of motivation and as a result said they were 'suspicious' of someone who had been unemployed for a long time. A common comment was, 'What have they been up to all that time?'. Interestingly, these suspicions were lessened if the applicant revealed that they had worked in the informal economy which employers regarded as demonstrating 'motivation' and 'initiative'. Other employers said that long-term unemployment indicated that the applicant must have some undesirable characteristic which they had not discovered but other employers had. This view was summed up by one employer who commented:
If someone has been unemployed for, say less than 6 months, that is OK, it may be just bad luck. But if he has been unemployed for a year or more, there must be something wrong with him. He must not be up to doing the work. No one else has taken him, right? There must be something wrong.
Six of the nine employers who had recently recruited long-term unemployed people said that there was 'really no difference' between the LTU and other workers in terms of work performance. They commented that there were often 'settling-in' problems, related primarily to time-keeping, amongst most new workers and, in general, the LTU were no different from other new workers in this respect. Three of these employers considered the LTU recruits, especially men with children, to be their best and most loyal workers because they were 'very grateful to have a job'.
The three employers who found differences in performance between the LTU and other workers identified poor time-keeping (especially amongst shift workers) and high rates of absenteeism as the most significant problems. Two of these employers operated a warning system where workers were given three warnings about poor performance before being sacked. In most cases the warnings resolved these problems. One employer commented, 'maybe they just didn't know what was expected of them if they hadn't worked for a long-time and that is why the warnings work for most'.
I N C R E A S I N G T H E R E C RU I T M E N T O F L O N G -T E R M U N E M P L OY E D P E O P L E
Employers were asked what might encourage them to recruit more LTU. The most important factor identified was a 'growth in the volume of sales'. Approximately half of employers said an improvement in the job applications, skills, presentation, motivation and attitudes would encourage them to recruit more LTU. This response appears to reflect common stereotypes of the LTU rather than their actual characteristics, because most employers contradicted themselves in a subsequent question where they said that there was little difference between the LTU and other applicants in terms of the quality of applications, skills and presentation.
Other factors identified as important were: 'evidence that unemployed applicants had recently received some training or work experience through a government sponsored scheme' and 'changes in the organisation of work in the business (i.e., greater emphasis on temporary or casual employment)'. Few employers felt that a shift towards more jobs requiring low skills would increase recruitment of the LTU. Three out of four employers said that a greater willingness on the part of the LTU to work for lower wages (e.g., a reduction in the reservation wage rate) would not encourage them to recruit more LTU. Only one employer said that a reduction in national insurance contributions for companies that recruit people who have been unemployed for two years or more (as provided for in the Jobseeker's Act) would encourage the company to take on such people. It is possible, however, that the more generous rate of £60 per week national insurance relief proposed by Labour may prove to be more attractive. Interestingly, a high proportion of employers were concerned about the fair employment implications of the policy and whether it would cut across attempts to achieve representative or 'balanced' workforces.
Only one employer (service sector) was opposed to the introduction of a national (or European) minimum wage set at around £4.00 per hour. All of the other employers stated that it would have 'little or no effect' because they already paid wage rates above or around that rate. Most of the employers surveyed, therefore, paid wage rates above the mean hourly reservation wage rate of £3.40 of the LTU in our sample.
Employers were asked whether they could fulfil conditions such as having to hire a certain percentage of their workforce (e.g., 30 per cent) either from the local labour market and/or from the LTU, if these were introduced as a condition of grant-aid (e.g., from the Industrial Development Board and the Training and Employment Agency). All of the employers studied said that they probably could, not least because the majority already exceeded such a local labour condition, and several thought that they also exceeded such a long-term unemployed requirement. Their attitudes towards such conditions varied, however. Employers were again concerned with the fair employment implications of the conditions. Several employers noted that grants were already conditional upon fulfilling many requirements and that a few more conditions 'wouldn't make a difference'. It was noteworthy that Americanowned companies observed that these types of conditions were quite common and probably more rigorous in the US. For example, companies which receive government contracts are often required to purchase a proportion of their inputs from firms owned by ethnic minorities or 'community' businesses.
Employers were asked to assess the help which the government provides for the LTU in terms of job search skills and training and employment schemes, and whether enough is being done to help the LTU generally. Many said more help should be given to the LTU with filling in applications, CV's and improving their motivation. However, when asked if there were marked differences in the quality of CVs and job applications between the LTU and others, most said this was not the case. The majority, however, reported that the LTU often lacked confidence in interviews. Several suggested that job search courses should encourage the LTU to highlight skills that they have acquired outside the workplace (e.g., family budgeting, childminding, car repair, etc.) and other activities (e.g., voluntary work) that they have been involved in while unemployed. It was felt this would help the LTU to have more complete application forms and would be particularly important for women returnees who often underestimated the skills which they had.
In general, employers did not believe that training and employment schemes were helpful either in terms of increasing participant's chances of being hired or in improving skills. Indeed, a few employers said that they would not consider hiring anyone who had been on either the Job Training Programme or the Youth Training Programme. Participation on these schemes was taken as a negative signal about the applicant by these employers. Many employers felt that the quality and relevance of the skills acquired were minimal. One important exception cited by employers was a customised training service run by the Training and Employment Agency which is available to multinationals. Employers noted that since the skills learned on the programme were customised, they were directly relevant and of a high quality. In addition, several employers said that it gave them the opportunity to hire unemployed people. This is because participants on the schemes (referred to as 'preemployment' programmes) are unemployed. Participants who complete such a pre-employment programme are guaranteed an interview with the firm. It appears therefore that this employer-linked training benefits both the firm and unemployed people.
C O N C L U S I O N
While economic recovery has reduced overall unemployment rates across most EU countries recently, many areas, regions and distinct social groupings continue to be beleaguered by chronic long-term unemployment. The situation where there is job creation and growth but little reduction of long-term unemployment and unemployment inequalities certainly is not unique to Northern Ireland. There is, therefore, a need for a fresh approach to long-term unemployment and employment equity which takes account of real labour market changes and processes, and which involves employers sharing more of the responsibility in actively targeting unemployed people.
This article has discussed evidence from research into long-term unemployment in West Belfast which questions many of the assumptions behind government labour market policies and the ability of these policies to address Catholic/Protestant unemployment inequalities in Northern Ireland. Fair employment policy is essentially pitched at the level of providing equal opportunities for individuals largely through the mechanism of professionalising 'hiring and firing'. What the review of current policies has revealed is the limitations of both fair employment and supply side labour market policies for large numbers of unemployed people.
Results from the West Belfast survey directly contradict supply side ideologies about the causes and cures for unemployment, and specifically Catholic unemployment. The Catholic/Protestant differences in job search, 'flexibility' and earning-while-claiming are not the product of two different, quasi-racialised peoples or cultures, but can be seen as a reflection of relatively segmented labour market experiences. The markedly worse Catholic experience of long-term unemployment, with its attendant and growing exclusion from the formal labour market, is not simply unfair but can only be adequately understood in terms of Catholics' historically inferior and unequal position in the Northern Ireland labour market as a whole.
Recent supply-side policies designed to improve the skills of unemployed people and hence their 'marketability' have reached near saturation point as far as unemployed people are concerned. As the House of Commons Employment Committee (1996, xxiv) points out, 'It seems unlikely that (the) Government can go much further down the path of emphasising individual activity as a means of tackling joblessness.' There has been a relatively high rate of participation in training and employment schemes amongst the LTU in West Belfast. In general, people did not believe that participating on a scheme increased their chances of employment greatly.
There also appeared to be a high degree of 'scheme-resistance' amongst all respondents. Catholic men, who had the highest rate of participation on previous schemes, were the most 'scheme-weary' and would find a benefits-plus-type scheme such as the Community Work Programme less attractive compared to other respondents. The premium needed to attract them on the scheme was higher than that suggested by Protestant men. Further evidence for such scheme resistance was found in responses to an open-ended question which asked people what they felt should be done to reduce unemployment in their area. The most common answers were 'more real jobs' and 'no more schemes', and the two responses were often given together.
All of this points to possible policy innovation on the demand side as an alternative way of tackling unemployment inequalities. It also suggests that the role of employers needs to become a central concern in policymaking with respect to unemployed people. Employers in the West Belfast area were found to have professional recruitment procedures and to be genuinely interested in issues of fair employment, including the fair employment implications of various labour market policies. But their attitudes to the LTU were often contradictory. The LTU tended to be dismissed in stereotypical fashion, yet personnel managers were broadly sympathetic to the plight of unemployed people. It is, therefore, likely that employers in West Belfast would have a higher propensity to employ the LTU than employers in other parts of Northern Ireland. One of the most important findings was that no employer objected to being required to recruit unemployed people as a condition of government assistance.
It is important to recognise that new training and employment schemes such as the Community Work Programme in Northern Ireland or Project Work in Britain, and the increased compulsion to participate on such programmes required by the Jobseeker's Act, are supply-side interventions which fail to incorporate the 'missing ingredient' required in successful labour market policies, labour demand. An alternative, therefore, is to consider if those policies which affect labour demand can offer more hope to long-term unemployed people and can address unemployment inequalities. Demand-side labour market policy intervention is well established in Northern Ireland and is making a come-back in EU countries with a particular focus on unemployed people. Throughout Europe, interest is turning away from employee-based subsidies such as Family Credit and towards employer subsidies tied to recruitment of unemployed people coupled with minimum wages policies. For example, the Task Force on Long-Term Unemployment in the Irish Republic recently recommended higher rates of subsidy to companies recruiting long-term unemployed people, as well as setting aside a proportion of public sector jobs for graduates from training and employment schemes (Office of the Tánaiste, 1995).
Subsidies to employers, often geared to attracting inward investment, take two main forms: tax allowances and grants. Often there is a 'regional' structure to such assistance. Since the 1960s regional grant-making bodies, such as the Scottish Development Agency and the Industrial Development Board in Northern Ireland, have recognised the need to locate new jobs in areas of high unemployment, and have provided higher grant aid for such areas. In addition to higher grant aid, Northern Ireland's Targeting Social Need objective should, in theory, increase the number of government subsidised jobs created in disadvantaged areas such as West Belfast (see Quirk and McLaughlin, 1996; McGill, 1996) Creating new jobs within or close to areas of high unemployment, however, does not necessarily mean that unemployed people and especially the LTU will benefit, as the employer interviews show. The survey of West Belfast employers found that some companies deliberately target unemployed people and have collaborated successfully with the Training and Employment Agency through customised pre-employment training schemes. But the general picture is that most new jobs go to job changers and that will continue to be the case assuming jobs are created as they are now, with no overall increase in the demand for labour, and in the absence of other policies to influence recruitment.
A different strategy is to involve employers much more actively in a policy to reduce unemployment and the numbers of long-term unemployed. A main policy instrument might be to tie the receipt of grant aid and government contracts of all kinds, and for all employers, to the recruitment of an agreed quota of long-term unemployed people -15 per cent, 20 per cent or even higher might be justified depending on the local circumstances. Realistically, a policy of this sort would run counter to many of the everyday assumptions of personnel officers about the necessity of 'experience' and would require changes in employers' attitudes and stereotyping of long-term unemployed people. It also challenges existing notions of affirmative action, as well as current fair employment law, and lends support to those who argue for the 'mainstreaming' of fairness within all policy making (Committee on the Administration of Justice, 1997). In the medium term, we believe that this type of policy can do more to reduce unemployment inequalities than mass workfare schemes. We also believe that 'social' clauses in government grants and contracts are potentially a better way of targeting jobs on the unequal unemployed than National Insurance tax-breaks.
Fair employment policy needs specific goals and policies along the lines suggested, in addition to traditional policies of non-discriminatory recruitment. For employers in areas of high unemployment, the goal of recruiting long-term unemployed people should be made a priority and a condition of state support, at least until such a time as inequalities in unemployment are substantially reduced.
The West Belfast survey was based on a sample of long-term unemployed claimants as registered in July 1995. Of the total unemployed claimants in West Belfast at that time (7,893), 63 per cent were long-term unemployed; 71 per cent of the total long-termers were Catholic men, 18 per cent Protestant men, 8 per cent Catholic women and 3 per cent Protestant women. Thus, Catholics comprised 79 per cent of the total long-term unemployed in the area and Protestants 21 per cent. Although it is recognised that the claimant count is an inadequate measure of unemployment because of the under-representation of young people, married women, people with disabilities and 'discouraged workers' (Unemployment Unit, 1994a; Royal Statistical Society, 1995) , there was little alternative to the count in securing a large sample of unemployed people from a small area in the time available.
The final sample consisted of 314 useable returned questionnaires. Compared with the claimant count population of long-term unemployed in West Belfast the sample was biased towards women (26 per cent of the sample), who are in any case under-represented in the claimant count, and was slightly over-representative of the very-long-term unemployed (five years+) (50 per cent of the sample) and Protestants (27 per cent of the sample).
It is unlikely that any of these biases significantly alter the main findings of the research. The sample is broadly representative of the age structure of West Belfast long-term unemployed claimants. Unemployment in both the sample and claimant count population is concentrated in the age groups 25-34 and 35-44 years of age which together account for 60 per cent of those in the claimant count population and 63 per cent of those in the sample.
It is important to emphasis that the West Belfast survey was never designed to be representative of all long-term unemployed claimants in Northern Ireland, but was designed to shed light on the labour market dynamics of a specific area about which many myths abound and in which a specific work scheme is being piloted. Ireland which is the lowest in the UK at a mere 4 per cent. This arises from a very high rate of participation in training schemes and education. 5 The 1976 Fair Employment Act made direct discrimination on religious or political grounds illegal and sought to promote 'equality of opportunity' for persons seeking employment and for those already in employment. The 1989 Act outlawed direct and indirect discrimination and introduced annual monitoring of employees by religion, and for larger employers, the monitoring of job applicants. 6 The Murphy and Armstrong study referred to, found an 'unexplained' residual of around 50 per cent but was non-committal on the question of discrimination. 7 Specifically, SACHR's 'interim target' for government policy was to reduce the male unemployment differential from 2.5 times to 1.5 times within five years. The government rejected the proposal. 8 While Gudgin and Breen argue against the nature of the current Fair Employment legislation because they believe it is premised on the presence of systematic discrimination, the authors do, however, state that, 'This is not to say that, legislation aimed at combating individual cases of discrimination or sectarian abuse in the workplace would be inappropriate in the circumstances of Northern Ireland ' (1996, p. 43) . 9 People were asked whether they had ever experienced an unpleasant or threatening atmosphere at a former workplace because of religious or political backgrounds, or beliefs. The survey went on to explore the type of intimidation experienced. 10 These results should obviously not be read as a statement of what all scheme participants think of training and other special employment measures because the sample only contains the LTU who, despite having been on a scheme, have not secured employment.
